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Comments on Proposed Performing Arts Building

The subcommittee on land use, building siting and environment has reviewed the preliminary site plans for the proposed performing arts building.  The subcommittee has found the plan to have many positive aspects regarding performance from a land use, building siting and environmental perspective.   One of the most attractive aspects in this regard is that the land use redevelops an already existing paved surface (parking lot A) and realizes the opportunity to construct a parking structure and thus more efficiently accommodate parking.  This is excellent from an environmental impact perspective because there will be no net gain in impervious surface and no undesirable loss of land resources such as forestland or other open space.  The proposed building location has the potential to be reasonably integrated with the existing master plan and the network of campus buildings. This will provide an opportunity for transforming the current aesthetically unpleasing west entrance to the campus into a new building that can present an inspiring point of arrival to campus.

Our overall initial response to the plan is very positive.  However, there are a number of important issues/concern/suggestions/recommendations that the committee would like to provide to the plan development process.

Separation of Wilson classroom space with the performing arts facilities is problematic.  One aspect of the plan which the committee found significantly troubling is the separation of the performance facilities from the academic facilities in Wilson Hall.  Although the plan calls for an enclosed bridge we find this solution less than ideal and potentially prohibitively expensive and otherwise problematic.  Students of this discipline in particular need to carry instruments and performance paraphernalia between performance space and academic space.  The ideal situation would be an integrated building that serves both functions.  The second, most ideal situation would be buildings that are immediately adjacent to one another with direct building connections on multiple floors.  Even with the proposed bridge between the existing Wilson Hall and the new PAC, the distance between buildings is less than ideal and inefficient from a building coordination perspective.  Our recommendation on this issue is to build an integrated performance and academic building on parking lot A or to construct the new performance halls immediately adjacent to Wilson.

Building site better served closer to corner.  The proposed location of the PAC leaves an empty space for surface parking and/or a parking garage on the corner of 322 and the rail tracks.  This leaves this main entrance corner to the campus aesthetically uninspiring and banal.  The committee agreed that the performing arts center location would be well served to be shifted closer to the corner of lot A where the railroad crosses Route 322.  This building is an opportunity to be the defining statement of Rowan campus.  A signature building that fronts this corner would present a powerful welcome to the Rowan community as well as the patrons of the performances center.

By shifting the building to the corner with an architecturally grand entrance, the elevation of pedestrian frontage along 322 could be maintained at or above the height of the rail bed.  This elevated first floor level would allow for higher building heights in a less visually obtrusive manner providing potential for parking concealed on the lowest levels and office/academic space on floors above.  By elevating the pedestrian frontage on 322 there would also be the advantage isolating pedestrian flow from the street level of 322 traffic.

Also by shifting the PAC building to the corner it would create a visual barrier to a multi-story parking structure behind (i.e. north) of the building.  This location would also provide easier access for supply trucks to service the facility from the Bowe Boulevard access road directly behind.

Coordinate with possible light rail station.  Among the other advantages of shifting the facility to the corner and closer to the rail corridor is the potential for future light rail service.  There is strong possibility that the existing rail lines will be developed into a light rail commuter passenger line within the medium range future.  What an excellent coordination of land uses to have a performing arts center immediately adjacent to the commuter rail stop.  The PAC design should integrate the potential for future adjacent rail service.

Concerns of lost building density.  Another concern of the committee is the lost building density and awkwardly large spaces that will remain between buildings once Westby, Bosshart and Fleeger are demolished.  The spaces between buildings are very significant in defining the sense of safety, social gathering and aesthetic atmosphere.  Rowan should strive to maintain an appropriate level of building density and outdoor space.  While the committee likes the general concept of an outdoor amphitheater within an open grass quad, the size of the amphitheater as proposed creates a much larger space than needed.  Distances between buildings should be kept appropriate for pedestrian scale comfort such as the distances between the student center and the Campbell library or the Science building and Robinson.  The distances between buildings that will result with the demolition of Westby, Bosshart and Fleeger will result in a building density less than ideal, potentially less safe and less coherent with other building distances on our main campus.

East Frontage of Building.  The committee also found the east facing frontage of the facility to be less than ideal.  Once Westby is demolished the building will be facing a quad but it wont really be a quad because there are no other buildings facing this space.  As proposed, the performing arts center will face the service entrance of science building once Westby is demolished.  The committee would like to ensure that the frontage of the building relates well to the rest of campus by either creating a front at the corner of 322 and the rail line and thus creating an entrance to the campus from the outside community or a front on the corner closest to the meditation walk that faces the main interior pedestrian corridor of the campus.  Perhaps a building(s) which accomplishes both of these frontage objectives is most ideal.

